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Prologue
Tracking Traces
Hi, I’m Songan. And these are the digital
traces I left today Follow the traces, and you will see
my day.
October 30th, 2020: Providence. I got up,
briefly talked with my homies in Korea who are ready
to fall asleep, took a shower while listening to music, had breakfast, swiping my Instagram feed, left
15 West, the student residence where I’m staying,
bought a coffee from Starbucks right next to 15 West,
took a picture of the first snowy sky, sent a ♡ emoji
to Hannah’s selfie on her Instagram story, entered the
CIT building by swiping my RISD ID, and checked out
equipment with Stephen’s help.
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It is my first time seeing traces from my day
gathered together. It seems so peaceful that it is
even boring. I was very excited about the first snow,
so I sent a heart emoji to my friend’s selfie and
posted a picture of the sky on Instagram. Our digital
traces continue to be created not only when we are
connected online, holding our phones, but also when
we buy coffee from a cafe or enter a building. The
production, distribution, and accumulation of traces
is conducted so continuously and routinely, sometimes taking place even without us noticing. These
traces quickly disappear from our vision and are easily forgotten.
We only notice these traces’ presence when an incident triggers us to do so, or by accident. Like everyone else, I sometimes run into traces that summon
up nostalgia by chance. These traces make me reminisce about the past, about myself at that time, and
make me feel grown-up. One trace: when I stumbled
onto a photo of my old squad back in high school
from my old phone, and said, “Aww”. Another: when
I found a backup .txt file of Whatsapp messages
between me and my ex-boyfriend in a mailbox and
smiled. Such traces encapsulate my feelings, times,
and stories in my life.
However, for me, traces become intensely visible
and urgently manifest when secretly produced and
distributed by strangers, or when they’ve spread out
of control, expanded unpredictably, or materialized.
The distribution of traces captured without consent
through spy cameras in personal spaces! The ma-
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nipulation of traces by third parties! The chaos of
society, accelerated by the virus-like propagation of
traces — misinformation, and hatred! For me, these
traces rapidly expand and solidify, revealing their
presence, and fill my mind with discomfort. From
where, by whom, and why are these strange traces
created? And which path did these traces follow before I caught them?
These more traumatizing, dangerous, and unpredictable political ecologies of traces have developed
along with the advancement of media technology.
The nature of digital media technology, which is often
expected to make our life better, instead monitors
us, produces fear and disgust, and amplifies existing
biases and hatred. With the information management
technology — databases and archieve,— traces have
become easily collected and distributed regardless
of the trace owner’s intention. The manipulation of
traces becomes easy with the lowered barriers to
accessing video/image editing software, and AI. As
social media has evolved, the traces that we share
online have been diffused rapidly and outrageously.
I explore the ecology of these dangerous digital traces, moving from data infrastructure into visible and
physical forms of hate and harm. In addition to the
information exposed, dark narratives lie beneath the
surface of the production and distribution of digital
traces. My practice is to unfold the surface and track
such narratives.
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For two years in RISD, I’ve been tracking horrible
traces that have emerged in my personal experience
by creating two characters: 1) Crime Scene Investigator, 2) Conspiracy Theorist, to be able to investigate
and debunk. In Korea I often used public restrooms in
fear. Upon the emergence of “China Virus” race-baiting, I returned to Korea in the middle of the semester.
Within the project Mystery Explosion in a Public Restroom, I take up the role of a crime scene investigator. The investigator tracks down and dismantles the
sexual bias and hatred, embedded in image traces of
women, captured without consent while the women
use restrooms. The investigator then rearranges
the dismantled fragments, and constructs them into
a new narrative that serves as an alternative to an
existing misogynistic narrative. In my thesis project,
I’m taking on the role of a lousy conspiracy theorist.
The audience will be able to track his irrationality and
fabrication, through his digital traces and content and
his process of producing them. Eventually, his digital
creations, which are supposed to support his ‘truth,’
will expose and debunk his own nonsense. I invite the
audience to join me on a journey of questioning why
and how inhumane ideas and blatant lies are formed
and disseminated among us.
This book contains traces of my journey tracking and
unfolding the deplorable digital traces. Follow the
trace, and you will see my invitation. Peace!
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Chapter 1
Kidnapped Traces
December 17th, 2020: Incheon Airport. I was
on my way back from the US after finishing my first
semester at RISD. The hardest part of my time away
from home was food. One of the biggest reasons to
visit Korea during the vacation was to eat Korean
food. At the time, I was very excited to finally eat
Pyongyang Naengmyeon, which is a cold buckwheat
noodle dish originally from North Korea. I was humming, and everything was good. I stopped by a restroom while I was on my way to the exit of the airport.
I enjoy looking out the window of the plane while
taking off and landing, so I usually sit by the window,
making me unable to go to the restroom frequently
during the flight. I went into the restroom, pushed my
bags into the restroom compartment, and closed the
door. At the moment, an instant fear and discomfort
gripped me. My discomfort stemmed from a fear of
Molka.
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Molka is a Korean term and can be translated
as a Hidden Camera in English. The term Molka refers
both to: 1) nonconsensually captured footage of a
person by a tiny hidden camera, and 2) the actual
camera which is used to take the footage. 98% of the
victims of the Molka crime are women.
In fact, the fear of Molka has been a daily thing for
me. I habitually check corners and walls of public
restrooms to see if there are any suspicious objects
or holes. Even after making sure there’s nothing
suspicious, I bend down to avoid exposing my face
to potential Molka that I might have missed. Some of
my friends tell me they carry sharp objects so that
they can poke suspicious holes on the wall with them
and break the lens of Molka. I even have a friend who
never uses public restrooms because of Molka. The
fact that someone unknown might be capturing our
private moments and sharing them online makes us
abnormally obsessed with checking and poking in
public restrooms.
I genuinely don’t understand why anyone would
watch someone else using a restroom, especially
without consent. I found hints about the psyche of
the people who watch Molka through several posts in
a popular Korean male-dominant online community [ 1 ],
comparable to “incel” culture in North America. Following is an excerpt from one such post which struck
me in its sense of fearful inferiority and misogyny:
Review of women’s public restroom Molka.SEX
1

https://www.ilbe.com
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Ultimately, even the prettiest woman is human.
Those humans poop and pee, too. Don’t look
upon a woman as something mysterious or

sacred. They’re filthy. Don’t be afraid to talk to
such humans. Don’t be a chicken.

According to the post, it seems like the rebellion
against the view on women as ‘sacred [ 2 ]’ and the inferiority complex that the person had toward women
led him to obsessively devalue women by watching
Molka. By watching Molka, the person objectified
women as ‘filthy’ entities that are the opposite of
‘sacred’ and ‘pure’ beings and tried to convince and
comfort himself that he is superior to women.
It has not been so long since Molka has emerged
into a huge social issue in Korea. Molka has become
possible because cameras in recent times are portable and small. They are easy to be carried around
and installed anywhere. Some Molkas even look like
mundane objects like a car key or a pen, making it
almost impossible to distinguish whether these things
are a Molka or not. It means we can potentially be
photographed, filmed anywhere without noticing, and
seized as Molka image traces.
I also sensed that the time the Molka phenomenon
emerged was aligned with when the radical feminist
movement became active in Korea. As the debate on
women’s rights has become active and public, the
misogynist ideologies of conventional Korean society
2 In fact, the viewpoint on women as ‘sacred’ also has been worked as an oppressive frame to women. Women have been forced to remain pure, naive, and spotless,
as ‘sacred’ and ‘worshipable’ beings.
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have received backlash and been attacked. I suspect
the Molka phenomenon targeting women using toilets has increased by some of the people who have
benefited from the conventional sexist ideology in
Korea. They might have felt their superior position
and power as men, which could be maintained in the
traditional Korean society, being threatened.
While I was researching, I found out that there are
websites where hundreds of Molka traces are archived. The fact that such websites exist was solely
enough to make me feel disgusted, but I was really
terrified that someone I know, including myself, could
possibly appear in those Molka traces.
If I was a victim of Molka crime, but if I were not
aware of that, would it be better to know that the
traces of me using the public restrooms are kidnapped, cropped, edited, distributed online, and a
proxy of myself being humiliated? Or is it better to not
know it? I really can’t answer that.
I couldn’t bear watching any of those Molka footage.
But by scrolling down through hundreds of Molka
thumbnails on the website, I learned that there are
typical angles that Molka takes. Molka image traces,
captured from the typical angles [ 3 ], show either the
target’s face, the lower body, or both. In a space
which certainly is and should be private, bodies are
cut into chunks and processed into Molka image
traces.
3 I found out most of the Molka were installed either above the toilet compartment,
the trash bin next to the toilet, the shelf on the toilet’s back, or inside the toilet.
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The Molka image traces, objectifying women as excretory or genital organs, are then distributed online
through multiple paths [ 4 ]. Just as the production of
Molka image traces is hard to be seen since it is often
conducted secretly, invisibly, and without consent,
the distribution of Molka image traces is also hard to
detect. They are often diffused across shady, private,
or secret online communities. Out of our sight, in the
shadow, there are people, accepting and embodying
the distorted, objectified image of women by participating in the circulation of the Molka image traces.
This practice continuously amplifies and consolidates
twisted male-centered stereotypes in Korean society.

4 These include membership porn sites, p2p sites, personal blogs, encrypted
social media, and private forums. I would have never visited these websites if it was
not for research purposes of my work.
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Mystery Explosion in a Public Restroom

Mystery Explosion in a Public Restroom is an
experimental investigation report that aims to dismantle the reality in which the objectification perpetrated against women is still ongoing, and construct
a new narrative that serves as an alternative to an
existing misogynistic narrative embedded in Molka
phenomenon. This project also functions as a psychological defense for myself, as I have had to live
with the fear of Molka. I took the role of a crime scene
investigator. Through the investigator’s work and
practice, I redefined the image of a female, that has
been consumed as a passive object, into a volcano,
which contains revolutionary energy that boils over.
I found a way to capture the Molka traces and reproduce the traces’ more unseen aspects of objectification metaphorically through a software ‘Photogrammetry,’ which manifests 2D images into a 3D model.
The mechanism of Photogrammetry is to collect multiple images of a target and compose the image data
to manifest the target object as a 3D form. In parallel
with the mechanism of photogrammetry, misogynistic
ideology and sexually objectified images of women,
that the perpetrators of Molka have, further solidi-
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fies and manifests by consuming multiple images and
videos of women using restrooms. First, I constructed
a set, with a collaborator as the targeted individual of
Molka in the scene. Then I took several pictures of a
scene using the typical angles of Molka. Lastly, the
photos were processed through the photogrammetry
software.

“Photogrammetry processed photos of a constructed Molka
scene, taken using the typical angles of Molka.”
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“The models, manifested with the little information provided by
the limited view on the body inherent in Molka image traces, took very
distorted and disturbing forms.“
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“The female body in a restroom was scattered with atypical
debris and flesh-like-colored masses as if something had exploded right
next to it.”
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The models, manifested with the little information
provided by the limited view on the body inherent
in Molka image traces, took very distorted and disturbing forms. The female body in a restroom was
scattered with atypical debris and flesh-like-colored
masses as if something had exploded right next to
it. The bumpy, porous surface of the restroom wall
looked as if it was attacked and melted down. Then
the crime scene investigator appeared on this virtual
crime scene. The investigator preserved the incident
scene, analyzed the evidence of the incident, and
built an alternative new narrative.
The investigator chose to protect the ones that were
subjected to objectification. One of the considerations was not to present a violent image directly to
the front of the work. By doing so, he intended to
avoid objectifying the ones who already have been
in the victim’s position with a cruel image. The initial
decision to skim the blood-stained, meat-like texture
material from the 3D Render image was made for the
same reason [ 5 ].
The porous debris and masses from the 3D render
image without the blood-stained texture material
resemble Basalt Rock.

5 The red material skimmed from the form is presented as one of the traces; red
acid substances, of the incident.
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“Porous Debris and Masses from the 3D render image without
the bloood-stained texture material resemble Basalt Rock.”
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The investigation of Mystery Explosion in a Public
Restroom ends with an insufficient and somewhat
absurd analysis that the temperature at the time of
the incident was higher than 1,000 degrees Celsius,
and that as a result of this heating, porous rocks, red
acid substances, and mysterious holes were discovered from the crime scene. The Investigator connected those to the eruption of a volcano. The volcano,
which may be the cause of the incident, resists with
a primitive and active force against the violence and
objectification perpetrated against women.
Mystery Explosion in a Public Restroom continued it’s
narrative by manifesting, and organizing the reconstruction of traces in forms of sculptures, images,
graphics, texts, and a video. The derivations were
placed in three different rooms: 1) Recreation of the
Incident, 2) Collected Evidence, and 3) Investigation
Report. The audiences are encouraged to follow the
shreds of clues scattered in the space to bridge the
gap between the preserved traces of the incident and
the mysterious abstract incident.
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“DØULL HOUSE” Poster
Designer : Kai Oh
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DØULL HOUSE

In August 2020, I had a duo exhibition, DØULL
House, with Heejoo Yoon. In ‘DØULL House’, Yoon’s
video performance series of a character called
“Mimi” was exhibited with my multimedia project.
Mimi is a character brainwashed in the female image
that has been sexually objectified and continuously
forced to obey, in male-centered online culture. Mimi
was constantly reflected through mirror films hung
in front of the projector and wandered through the
surface of the exhibition space. Mini Mimis were stationed in corners like ghosts, trying to steal a glimpse
of the audience.
In DØULL HOUSE, Mystery Explosion in a Public
Restroom and Joon’s Mimi interact as a background
and as a character, forming a narrative and making
the exhibition space a stage. Audiences entering the
exhibition hall are given several options for their role
in the narratives. Choosing from among the options
— Mimi, perpetrator, victim, witness, or investigator — the audience is synchronized with a character
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that can be transferred to this scene based on one’s
own experience, becoming a part of the role play in
the ‘doll’ house built by the artists. From the moment
when the alienation of this virtual world becomes
blurred, and space becomes a familiar place for the
audience, the ‘doll’ house changes to a ‘dull’ house.
Sex crime incidents that appear in the news with
incredible frequency have been restored, forgotten,
and then recurred, repeatedly. The psychological
threshold for empathizing with other people’s suffering got higher. Besides, the more violent a crime, the
more valuable and popular the incident is considered
in media. In many such cases, victims of the crimes
are erased from the context eventually. Only the brutal acts committed against the victims get to remain
in people’s memory. From the routinization of the fear
toward Molka, to the commercialization of sex crimes
in media, and the resulting frosty reactions of a society to the cry of victims, what I’ve seen, heard, and
felt in my daily life, present the fact that the reality
must be continuously mentioned and reported.
‘DØULL HOUSE’ is a virtual world set up as a module
of our society, combining all these landscapes and
phenomena with the adjective “dull” to rekindle the
discomfort and alertness that have been fading away.
Neither the investigation nor the volcano nor Mimi
has finished its task, even though they may falter.
The expression ‘dull: boring, tedious’ is a method of
expressing the pursuit of change to escape. Throughout the years of the volcano, the dolls of the world
have never been bored with this ‘house.’
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In fact, before the context of Molka crime, the original
images are just photographs of women using restrooms. Blended with the malicious, criminal acts of
sneaking inside the restrooms, capturing and distributing photographs without consent, hatred, and
violence against women become deeply embedded
in the traces of women using restrooms. In the process of being captured, edited, classified, updated,
and transmitted by the perpetrators, the images were
converted into “Molka” embodying traces of misogyny.
My practice through Mystery Explosion in a Public
Restroom was to subvert those toxic acts in ways that
avoid objectification and harm against women. As an
authoritative and rightful investigator, I dismantled
the traumatic Molka phenomenon and reconstructed
the incident in a way that could protect and empower
the victims of Molka. Audiences are invited as cooperative investigators to join in the careful process of
investigating and drawing conclusions, from collecting to analyzing traces of the reconstructed incident,
scattered in the exhibition space.
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Room #3 <Investigation Report>
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Chapter 2
Manifestation of Traces
By 2020, something no one has expected
happened. That was the emergence of COVID-19.
With the great chaos raised by the disease, traces
of hatred and violence that seemed to have been
maintained and propagated under shadow began to
spurt out, invading my online space, and even further
manifested physically.
After March 12th, when RISD announced that
all remaining classes of the spring semester would be
held remotely, and all school facilities would be shut
down, everything got serious. On the way back home
after the last in-person class, my friend asked me to
wait for her to visit Serendipity to buy toilet paper.
At that point, I had already read some articles about
people hoarding toilet paper.
I teased my friend. “Do you poop that much!?”
She came out of the store with nine rolls of
toilet paper. She told me she would order instant ramen when she got home. I started to feel nervous.
Pictures of refrigerators and kitchen shelves filled
with food were posted on Instagram. People said the
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US would be locked down soon, and that we had to
prepare for that situation. I got scared. I went to a
grocery market with my friend.

“For the first time in my life, I saw completely empty shelves of a
grocery market.”
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There, we could confirm that all news about people
panic buying groceries and toilet paper was real!
For the first time in my life, I saw completely empty
shelves of a grocery market. The market was still full
of people busy putting the groceries left on the shelf
in their carts. Meanwhile, I could notice some people
passing by were glancing at us. My friend, me, and
one other Asian customer were the only ones wearing
masks in the store. I was even wearing vinyl gloves.
After buying some canned food, we rushed out of the
store. The food I purchased didn’t seem like enough.
What if we had to stay in our home for more than a
week? I wouldn’t be able to survive! So we went to
another market. It was a little bit better, but still, not
much groceries were left. We picked some groceries
from the store and came home.
A few days passed, and we were having dinner
together.
“Wow,” said the roommate of my friend. She
soon turned her phone toward us and showed us the
Instagram story video she was watching. The Instagram story was posted by her friend. An older woman
was shouting at the man who was filming the video.
“Stay away from me! CoronaVirus! [ 6 ] Go back to Chi6 People who lived under the COVID-19 situation would never forget about the
severe crisis caused by the notorious virus, but I will briefly explain the virus for the
lucky future readers who might be reading this book without the horror. According
to WHO, Coronavirus disease (COVID-19) is an infectious disease caused by the
newly discovered SARS-CoV-2 virus, which spreads between people, mainly when
an infected person is in close contact with another person. Current evidence suggests that the virus spreads primarily through liquid particles ranging from larger
‘respiratory droplets’ to small ‘aerosols’ produced when an infected person coughs,
talks or breaths. At this moment, October 30th, 2020, there have been 44,888,869
confirmed cases of COVID-19, including 1,178,475 deaths globally, reported to WHO.
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na!” The man, who is, in fact, Korean, was just laughing in the video as if it was funny. Nobody in the room
said anything. It was obviously not funny at all. But I
know that there was nothing else he could do about
it. On March 23rd, not even a week after watching the
video, I boarded the flight back to Korea.

“On March 23rd, not even a week after watching the
video, I boarded the flight back to Korea.”

The country with the most deaths caused by the virus in the world is, unfortunately,
the United States, where I am staying right now. 9,014,703 cumulative cases and
230,972 deaths have been confirmed since 25th February, when the first person
tested positive in Washington state. COVID-19 has emerged as one of the third leading causes of death in the US.
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COVID-19 is the first epidemic that has had a
severe global impact after social media had become
popularized. People mundanely share traces of their
daily lives on social media, as naturally as breathing.
There’s no exception in the middle of the pandemic.
In fact, the time I stayed on social media rose even
more after COVID-19, as the time spent at home
increased unlike ever before. And that made social
media become the number one window for me to
communicate with the rest of the world. I believe others were in the same situation as well, given the fact
that they responded very quickly as soon as I sent
them messages or uploaded pictures.
My friends’ pictures of home-made food and the window view from their home, uploaded on social media,
comforted me with the fact that I am not the only one
dealing with the new lifestyle after COVID-19.
But I could also witness the spread of people’s anxiety, hatred, and violence, all left as traces embodied
in digital artifacts they share online. Witnessing the
violence which seemed to exist only in the digital
world expanded to the physical world, eventually led
me to return to Korea, in the middle of the semester.
As COVID-19 has appeared, we are now facing another crucial virus being activated. Like an epidemiologist who watches COVID-19 virus spread among
people through air, I watch this virus spread in our
society through digital media. The virus of misinformation, conspiracy theories, and hoaxes has grown
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from uncertainty, helplessness, anxiety, and fear.
Combined with the contemporary ecosystem of information circulation, it has been amplified, mutated,
and propagated even faster and more aggressively
than the COVID-19 virus itself, paralyzing our society.
The virus grows with our consciousness as hosts
and forms a truth. We are living in 2020, the time of
divided realities where countless collective alternative truths are being created and accumulated. Nothing can be ‘the truth’ or ‘the standard’ as multiple
bubbles of truth exist. Everything becomes subject to
debate, exacerbating social chaos.
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Traces of Panic
Propagation

Back in March, when people were panic-buying toilet paper and groceries, I remember a friend
of mine on Instagram shared a photo of her fully
stocked kitchen shelf and the locations of stores
where more food stock was left. By that time, I had
already seen several panic-buying photos uploaded
by other people, and my anxiety had started to grow.
Whether it was to help others, or to comfort herself,
or to show off her well-arranged, fully filled fridge,
the apocalyptic photos terrified me and eventually
served as catalysts for my own panic-buying.
Right after I checked her post, I headed to the store
that my Instagram friend mentioned, but only the
withered or damaged groceries were left. Was it because the other people who checked her posts earlier
had already bought the groceries? The anxious perception of the scarcity of goods was distributed as
traces of ‘panic-buying photos’ — photos of empty
shelves of stores, and photos of fully stocked kitchen
shelves — filling viewers with fear. That eventually
developed into an actual shortage of daily necessities
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such as toilet paper and groceries. The cycle repeated and ended up spreading and amplifying people’s
anxiety.

“Whether it was to help others, or to comfort herself,
or to show off her well-arranged, fully filled fridge, the apocalyptic photos terrified me and eventually served as catalysts for
my own panic-buying.”
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Traces of Hatred and Violence
Amplification

I love memes. I had been following many meme
accounts on Instagram. And I thought I would be able
to enjoy memes while I’m locked down in my dorm
room. However, sadly, after the COVID-19 outbreak,
meme accounts that I used to enjoy were pouring out
hateful meme traces blaming and ridiculing China
as the origin of the virus. The comment traces in
the posts were also filled with hateful remarks about
China. The dozens of top comments with hundreds
of likes were “CHINA VIRUS.” [ 7 ] [ 8 ] I could almost hear
people yelling “CHINA VIRUS” furiously through their
choice of writing the word in capital letters.
7 “CHINA VIRUS” is a metaphorical expression that the Coronavirus originated
from China. Metaphors are not only poetic tools but also connote the views of the
agents and discourses on subjects. So do Internet memes. Internet meme traces
embody the ideology and social discourse of a group or a culture in the form of
simple text and an image. In order to survive the competition over attention with
other memes that are constantly being generated, Internet memes use simple and
stimulating phrasing and images that can attract viewers’ attention. In many cases,
they are fun and trendy and often go viral.
8 I am Korean, but this could have a direct influence on me. Regardless of the
real origin, Northeast Asians - Korean, Chinese, Japanese - are easily perceived as
“Chinese” since our appearance looks similar. Therefore, the perception of Chinese
is likely to become people’s perception of me.
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I could find some traces of people pointing out the
irrational hatred toward Northeast Asians at the bottom of the comment feed of the posts. However, I
could only read those because I really looked for
those comments in the hopes that someone would
defend or debunk these racist accusations. It’s because they were not popular. More precisely, those
traces could not attract enough attention to make the
social media platform’s algorithm to detect and place
them top on the comment feed.
In the ecology of traces on social media, tendencies
of sharing intolerant and extreme traces continue
to deepen and amplify. Social media users are more
likely to be exposed to the posts from the accounts
that they follow, the recommended posts by an
algorithm based on their past preferences, and the
general popular posts. The result is that users become gradually segregated into their own comforting
clusters, commonly described as echo chambers.
That leads the users to be fed only with the traces
that they are already familiar with, and restricts
chances for them to be exposed to the traces containing new or conflicting ideas. This leaves the users
without critical reflection on their own digital traces.
The users trapped in the Echo Chamber continue to
be sucked into the extreme rabbit hole of their own
limited perspective.
Besides, social media users are likely to fall for the
competition over attention. When users upload digital
traces on social media, they get immediate feedback

57

from other users. The amount of attention they get
will be counted and marked as a number right next
to the digital trace they uploaded. The number manifesting the post’s popularity works as a psychological reward for the user. The users are likely to get
addicted to the attention reward and end up sharing
emotionally stimulating, intense, and divisive traces
for more attention.
The social biases of the users — hate and racial
discrimination toward Northeast Asians — amplify in
echo chambers, adapt violent articulation, and crystallize into meme and phrase traces. Those hateful
traces spread farther and get attention more prominently within the nature of social media. And the traces again get recreated and distributed in even more
extreme form by the users who have been exposed to
such traces. The cycle continues fueling hatred and
inciting violence.
I unfollowed the meme accounts hoping that I
wouldn’t have to see any more hurtful traces. However, increased rates of racial hate crimes against
Northeast Asians were reported throughout the US
after (Ruiz). And I had to decide to go back to Korea.
The food and toilet papers that I hoarded, ended up
handed out to my friends.
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Traces of Misinformation
Manipulation

Just as the racial hatred continued to propagate, even though I could no longer see them in my
social media feed, many beliefs have been growing
out of my sight. One of the most conspicuous beliefs
is that wearing a mask is unhealthy and even makes
it more likely to increase the chance of getting COVID-19 disease. That is an argument which is completely in contrast to WHO and CDC’s active encouragement of wearing a mask to prevent the contagion
of the disease. The belief, which at first appeared
to be a laughable claim from a few irrational people,
spread quickly online as digital traces, and grew into
a huge social movement — anti-mask — threatening
public health.
I’ve seen some people who were not wearing masks
on the streets. I’ve read news articles about the
people who refuse to wear masks. However, frankly,
I have never had a conversation with anti-maskers
nor seen any traces that produced by anti-maskers
appear on my social media feed. But statistics show
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that at least 16% of Americans said they hardly ever
or never wore a mask (Igielnik). This again clearly
shows the severe impact of echo chamber, which
narrows down the chance for people to be exposed
to different or new ideas. As much as I have never
directly heard or seen people claiming such beliefs,
their social media might be filled with anti-maskers
claims. They might even be writing a graduate thesis
on the eccentricity of pro-maskers.
What made them believe wearing a mask is harmful?
On what grounds do they turn a blind eye to science?
I found something interesting during the research.
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This digital image trace has been shared
among anti-maskers on major social media over thousands of times. The image shows four quotations
related to mask-wearing from official WHO publications, claiming that the global health body does not
recommend mask-wearing during the COVID-19 pandemic.
However, WHO spokeswoman Margaret Harris said in
an email to FactCheckAFP: “This is not a WHO document, but whoever has created it has cherry-picked
some materials out of context from some WHO
documents.”(Goldhamer)
What I see from this trace is that those who have
shared the image as evidence for anti-mask at least
do not completely reject science. The image even
shows the WHO logo on the top. It seems that the
creator has attempted to gain credibility for his claim
by using the authority of WHO. Without hearing WHO
spokeswoman’s testimony, people who have already
fallen down the anti-mask rabbit hole might have easily been deceived by this manipulated digital trace.
The person would then share this image with his or
her friends or family members who are pro-maskers
as evidence for one’s act.
According to Pew Research Center, over half of
Americans; 54%, got their news either “sometimes”
or “often” from social media (Shearer). As anyone can
create and upload digital traces containing unproven
information on social media, and as social media
platforms provide vehicles for those unverified digital
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traces to go viral, the fact that many people are consuming information through social media can cause
critical impact on our society. Furthermore, as we are
being exposed to an enormous amount of information through the internet, including social media, it is
impossible to identify the source or fact-verify all the
information we obtain.
Inevitably, Users in social media will be likely to come
across manipulated digital traces containing false information. They will continue to remain stuck in their
own narrow reality, tailored by a limited and fabricated information framework, unless they consciously
try to verify the digital traces they are exposed to.
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The Ultimate Conspiracy Theorist

Through chapter 2, I could confirm that extreme beliefs, negative emotions and blatant lies
seeded in digital traces have been transmitted among
the users in social media. Those extreme concepts
have been heavily influencing the perception and
the critical thinking ability of the people trapped in
the digital information bubble. The instilled extreme
concepts further propagated, amplified, and expanded through the circulation of digital traces as their
agents, shaping our reality.
As a part of my thesis practice, I’ve been building a
speculative figure who is a conspiracy theorist and
a cult leader. He believes that COVID-19 is divine
justice, and therefore, we should face and accept the
consequences. He uses unscientific and fabricated
evidence that stimulates fear and disgust to incite
people suffering from uncertainty to follow his manipulated ‘truth.’ The figure tries to build credibility and
attract the audience by using intriguing narratives
and elaborate-looking evidence. But in the end, his
argument and he himself are both sloppy and break
down easily.

•

Can you tell us about yourself for the
readers who don’t know you?

My name is _. I was born on February 20,
2000. I turned 20 this year. I am generation Z. I’m an influencer and a free thinker. I believe the virus and pandemic are
divine justice, and we all should be willing to face it and accept the consequences.

•

Interesting. Let’s start from way back.
What was your childhood like? Can you
walk us through your life a little about
how you become who you are now? Was
there some kind of triggering experience?

Well, I lost my parents when I was only
two. So, I wouldn’t say I had a good
childhood. I was never able to settle down
anywhere, and yes, it was pretty tough.
And you know, lots of weird, unexplainable
things happened to me, like, for example,
whenever I check the time, it always ends
at 20, like 13:20, 15:20. And every day, I
woke up at 8:20. 20 appeared repeatedly my
whole life. So yes, I felt like the number
20 was haunting me. That got me seeking
the meaning behind those numbers and incidents. It almost seemed like the things
that were happening to me were a message from a higher being. And I assumed it
could be the reason I was born or the aim

of my life. Everything else was unclear,
but this. And I have to say that I was expecting something significant would happen
in 2020. And then, the COVID 19 pandemic
broke out in 2020, and I was like, “This
is it! This is the revelation from the
higher being!” And that’s when I really
started to dig in.

•

You said you believe that the virus is
divine justice. What is your claim specifically, and how did you come up with
the theory?

Yes, I do believe the virus is divine justice or the medium or the message from the
higher beings. First, I researched what
the number 20 symbolizes in various religions and cultures around the world. 20
represents a time where patience and suffering are necessary, a time of spiritual
progress, and a new beginning. This year,
2020, is when the energy of 20 is double,
and the influence is the strongest.
And let’s go back to the origin of the
virus. You know, the virus started with
bats. Bats represent death, resurrection, and transition very much like 20.
The animal is a creature that lives in the
belly of Mother Earth. From the womb-like
caves, it emerges or reborn every evening
at dusk.

The virus is diffused from person to person
through droplets and aerosols. Droplets
and aerosols are a circular form of liquid
masses. Universally, a circle means completeness, totality, wholeness, circulation, and god.
The complete crystalline body of wholesome
originated from the beings symbolizing
conversion and resurrection in the year of
spiritual progression, patience, and suffering. That’s what the Covid19 is. 2020
has been and will continue to be painful.
But through history, all spiritual progress involves a certain amount of pain and
patience. We must humbly accept and face
the suffering and the consequences. The
ones who refuse, those who develop vaccines and wear masks, are the weak, the
evil and they will be punished for their
sins.

•

I’m wondering why you chose to use obscure, old religious or cultural beliefs
to deal with contemporary medical diseases. I mean, according to your argument, there’s no reason for scientists
and governments to try to put an end to
the virus.

Well, I think It makes no sense to dismiss
everything as a coincidence even though
the signs are connected to each other this
much exquisitely. There is more informa-

tion that could be used as evidence. But
the puppet masters- the Establishment,
governments, corporations, authorities refuse the true will of the highest spirit
and try to hide the truth to fulfill their
own self-interest. As long as the information is in their grasp, it is not easy
to reveal the truth. Hiding truths is one
of the ways they oppressed and controlled
us. Behind the black hole of truth, they
are committing great sins. Like war, poverty, depression, pedophilia, sex trafficking! Mainstream media is also just their
sewage and has been corrupted for a long
time. I’m aware that the mainstream media is calling me a conspiracy theorist. I
guess it’s now their strategy to refer to
someone who questions and reveals the lies
from the government and media as a fake
news producer or conspiracy theorist. It’s
one of the wicked’s aims to undermine my
reputation and blind public. I find myself
proud to be listed as a thought criminal
against them. I’ve spent my life painfully
trying to fit myself into the conventional
framework they’ve set. I’m fed up with it.
I don’t want to be played by them anymore,
and I want to defend the truth now. I’m in
a battle, and I’m doing my best to lead
people to the real truth. But it’s your
choice to believe it or not.

The technical tools and vulnerability of human psychology that have been utilized for the prosperity
of virus-like traces — 1) Psychological tendency of
selectively accepting the information that is emotionally familiar with and easy-to-understand in order to
feel the sense of grasping something from an uncertain and helpless situation, 2) Social media’s algorithm that leads its users to plunge into a rabbit hole
of one’s own limited information and perspective, 3)
Intriguing narrative dividing the sides of good and
evil thoroughly dichotomously that attracts targets
by making them feel like they are participating in a
heroic narrative as a good and an awakened character, 4) AI image and sound-generative technologies
that have been used to fabricate digital contents, —
will be applied at a ridiculously extreme level to every
aspect of his presence — the figure’s appearance,
claims, logic, and his digital traces.
I’m seeing this figure as an ultimate digital artifact
containing and delivering traces of extreme beliefs,
negative emotions, and misinformation. My thesis
project will be the derivations from this lousy conspiracy theorist’s digital presence and his digital
contents. My goal is to construct an experience that
those who have been swept around in the chaotic
whirlpool of contaminated digital droplets, can watch
this speculative figure, reflecting the ongoing social
phenomenon from a step back, as a ‘project’ or an
‘object.’
The challenge for this project is to construct effective
ways to lead the audience to observe, detect, and
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track the irrationality and fabrications in his claims
through his own presence and logic. I want the holes
of his arguments and his nonsense to be disclosed
and debunked through the figure’s digital presence
and his creations, which are supposed to support his
speculative ‘truth.’
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Conclusion

Through my thesis, Tracking Traces, I’ve been
explored and tracked the ecology - formation, distribution, impact, digital environment; social media - of
digital traces containing extreme beliefs, negative
emotions, and blatant lies. While following the paths
of the digital traces, I could unfold narratives of hatred, anxiety, and bias deeply seeded in digital traces.
The extreme emotions and concepts embedded in
these digital traces are being continuously propagated, amplified, and manifested with the nature of
digital information technology and human psychological vulnerabilities. Like viruses, these digital traces
paralyze our consciousness and perspective on the
world, forming numerous individual reality bubbles.
Chaos continues in societies as thin, feeble bubbles
of reality bumping with each other. This phenomenon
cannot be avoided anywhere in the world. Now that
we continue to produce and be exposed to countless
digital traces, we must continue to question our reality and track our traces.
My art practice in RISD is to reveal violent
narratives embedded beneath the surface of digital
traces. By taking the role of investigator — crime
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scene investigator, conspiracy theorist —, I experiment in ways to dismantle and reconstruct the ongoing social phenomena caused by the circulation of
harmful digital traces. My practice comprises careful
choices of protecting the ones harmed by the malignant digital traces and disclosing the toxicity.
I hope my art acts as an invitation for the audience to join me on a journey of asking questions. Are
the things we see and believe really the truth? Are our
extreme emotions and thoughts really ours? What is
embedded in our digital traces? What impact will our
digital traces have on others? Which path our digital
traces will follow? These are the questions that I have
been and will keep asking myself. Peace!
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